Herd management practices and their association with bulk tank somatic cell count on United States dairy operations.
The objective of this study was to evaluate associations between bulk tank somatic cell count (BTSCC) and herd management practices using data collected in the National Animal Health Monitoring System Dairy 2002 study. Twenty-six percent and 17.8% of 1,013 operations reported a BTSCC < 200,000 cells/mL and > 400,000 cells/mL, respectively. Univariate analysis identified associations between management variables and BTSCC. The use of mattresses, sand, and newspaper as bedding were all associated with a lower BTSCC. Primary lactating cow housing facility, outside maternity housing area, flooring type cows walk or stand on, and use of automatic take-offs were also associated with BTSCC. Multivariate associations between management variables and BTSCC were determined by backward elimination ordinal logistic regression. The odds of an operation from the West, Midwest, and Northeast having a high BTSCC were lower than those from the Southeast. The odds of a higher BTSCC were 2 times greater for operations with a rolling herd average milk production < 9,090 kg/cow per year compared with those with > or = 9,090 kg/cow per year. Operations using composted manure were 2.9 times more likely to have a higher BTSCC than those not using composted manure. Finally, operations that reported not using a coliform mastitis vaccine were 1.7 times more likely to have a higher BTSCC than those using one. Future studies of the association between management practices and BTSCC should include an evaluation of the quality of management practice application and herd prevalence of contagious mastitis pathogens. Significant variables identified in this study dealt with housing, use of composted manure for bedding, and coliform mastitis vaccine use, suggesting the effect of environmental mastitis pathogens may be more influential on BTSCC than previously thought.